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Cookbooks do not have to function merely as objects in the kitchen space. They are 
versatile, primary resources that can provide researchers with a range of insight into 
social, economic, and cultural histories. Through the careful examination of the books, a 
researcher can parse an array of characteristics to produce a narrative about the people 
who created and used the cookbooks and the times in which they lived. This master’s 
paper describes such an analysis of thirty cookbooks published between 1872 and 1979 
and housed in the University of North Carolina – Chapel Hill’s North Carolina 
Collection. Here we found that the cookbooks from the Piedmont region of North 
Carolina presented an assortment of information that tells of the types of foods that were 
being eaten over the course of a century according to availability and food ideologies, the 
transforming roles of men and women, and ultimately, the transforming cookbook. 
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 2 
Introduction 
 
When a person initially picks up a cookbook, their first thought is not usually to 
study it as an artifact. Typically, they use it as a guide to making breakfast, lunch, or 
dinner for the day. They look at the recipes, gather the ingredients, make the food, and 
then place the cookbook back on the shelf. It is a rather mindless activity. This is 
regrettable, however, because cookbooks represent and present much more. They are 
filled with material that can help people learn about the cultural and social histories of 
past societies. Wheaton (1998) has described them as “magician’s hats,” objects that can 
reveal much more than they would initially appear (p. 3). By studying and treating them 
as cultural artifacts, cookbooks can be extremely enlightening, providing insight into the 
changes that have come to define the boundaries of each era’s public sphere (Tobias, 
1998, p. 3). 
By taking the time to slowly comb through a cookbook and analyzing each of its 
different characteristics, a researcher can discover copious amounts of information 
pertaining to the person or group that created the cookbook as well as its audience. They 
can learn about people’s nutritional habits, an area’s history, as well as a person’s role in 
society. Women, for example, were once expected to raise their families, cater to their 
husbands, and keep an impeccable home. One would not typically expect to find this type 
of information in a cookbook, but such seemingly unrelated facts can be expressed 
through the object. Through analyzing cookbooks that span a number of decades, one can 
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assess the numerous changes and developments that have occurred in a specific location. 
All this may seem obvious, but it is not something that is often considered. With such
possibility for discovery, this paper seeks to apply the method of utilizing cookbooks as 
cultural historical artifacts to a select number of cookbooks from the Piedmont region of 
North Carolina housed in the University of North Carolina – Chapel Hill’s North 
Carolina Collection to determine if they can potentially provide a narrative about the 
people who created and used the cookbooks and serve as a reflection of the customs and 
traditions of the Piedmont region of North Carolina. This project will ultimately inform 
people on how to engage with cookbooks as cultural historical documents that can act as 
primary sources for understanding groups of people.  
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Literature Review 
 
Undoubtedly, it can be argued that cookbooks are not the most reliable resources 
for understanding the time and place surrounding their creation. This is most likely due to 
the fact that recipes were often passed down from different generations and borrowed 
from various cooks and chefs (Wheaton, 1998, p. 3 and Albala, 2012a, p. 3). Though this 
can certainly be true, by studying a large enough sample of cookbooks from around the 
same place and time, a researcher can discover trends. They simply have to remain 
mindful of the fact that although many of the recipes found in the cookbooks can be 
representative of their time and place, there will also be a few that will not be. These 
particular recipes may be from past generations or copied from cookbooks that are from 
other geographical locations. Yet, the fact that these foods continue to be included within 
a cookbook is representative of what people continue to want to consume. It is easy to 
make the claim that cookbooks are unreliable, but it is foolish to believe that they do not 
provide any practical information. If one were to look at a series of cookbooks over the 
course of several decades, there will certainly be visible changes in the ingredients, 
recipes, household tips, and even language.  
Cookbooks did not always exist in America. Tobias states that they were first 
published and distributed in 1742 (Tobias, 1998, p. 8). The first American cookbook was 
a reprint of a London bestseller titled Compleat Housewife by Eliza Smith (Ridley, 1999; 
Miller, 2017, p. 14; and American Antiquarian Society, 2016). A half-century later, in 
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1796, Amelia Simmon’s American Cookery, was published in Hartford, Connecticut 
(Ridley, 1999; Miller, 2017, p. 14; and American Antiquarian Society, 2016). This was 
the first cookbook by an American author. Prior to these, the earliest written recipes 
existed on three Akkadian tablets from ancient Mesopotamia (Carter, 1985) that date 
back to about 1700 BC. For quite some time, the next known set of recipes came from De 
re coquinaria or Apicius, a collection of Roman recipes that is believed to have been 
compiled around the 4th century and is attributed to Marcus Gavius Apicius. He was a 
Roman gourmet and socialite who spent his fortune on lavish banquets (Adamson, 2002, 
p. 6-7). Many of the ingredients found in this cookbook used exotic ingredients such as 
ostrich, flamingo, and dormice (Albala, 2012b, p. 41).  
Cookbooks continued to exhibit foods for the wealthy through the 15th and 16th 
centuries in Western Europe, but they eventually came to be written for the less wealthy 
(Notaker, 2017b). With this knowledge, it can be inferred that cookbooks were not 
initially intended for all people. To use a cookbook implies that one must be literate and 
literacy was not a privilege that was available to all populations (Joseph, 2016, p. 196). 
This would suggest that those who used and owned cookbooks were typically wealthier 
and had educational opportunity (Iomaire, 2013). This is seen in Mitchell’s study of 
cookbooks in which she finds a poultry and game section, which features hare, pheasants, 
grouse, and partridge – foods that were only accessible to the upper classes (Mitchell, 
2001, p.16). With social class in mind, undoubtedly, the later cookbooks would have also 
had more expensive ingredients along with more elegant recipes for parties and 
celebrations, depending on the audience.  
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When analyzing these cookbooks, one must ask who was the reader as well as 
who was the cook, because the two were not always synonymous. Though the intended 
audience for early cookbooks may not have been the uneducated, it does not mean that 
they were not the ones who actually cooked from them or indirectly created them. For 
example, at the end of the nineteenth century, white southern women often wrote mammy 
cookbooks. These were cookbooks written by white authors in the voice of the African 
American domestic servant (Walden, 2014, p. 51). The authors were not the ones who 
created the recipes or cooked them for the household; this task was often left to the 
African American women, either slaves or domestic workers of the households (p. 57). 
These mammy cookbooks reinforced racial hierarchies – the mammy archetype being 
that of an older, overweight, and dark skinned black woman who worked as a nanny or 
housekeeper for a white family (Walker-Barnes, 2014, p. 85-88).  
 Furthermore, cookbooks have the potential to indicate who consumed the food. 
Just as the reader and cook did not have to be the same person, the cook and the person 
eating the meal did not have to be a single individual. The cook could have used the 
cookbook to cook for a larger household while he or she ate a different meal. As 
researchers study cookbooks, these questions are important to ponder for they can 
provide extensive information on the audience. 
Though cookbooks had existed for centuries, by the 1800s, a gender divide among 
authors and audiences became increasingly evident. Women inhabited the private sphere 
while men resided in the public sphere. Consequently, cookbooks were primarily written 
by and for women. Though men attempted to enter the cookbook market, women were 
far more successful. In 1814, Richard Alsop wrote and published The Universal Receipt 
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Book. After his death in 1818, his publisher published the second edition under the 
pseudonym, Priscilla Homespun because presumably, female authors brought in greater 
profits (Vester, 2015, p. 70).  
 Domestic kitchens became feminine spaces. Ruth Schwartz Cowan argues that 
men lost their place in the kitchen when technology became more advanced, shifting 
from the open fire to the wood stove to the coal stove (p. 70). This released men from 
their duty of having to keep the fire going. Cookbooks reflected this shift by the addition 
of tips and advice addressed towards women for running a successful household, 
emphasizing their responsibilities as domestic figures (Tobias, 1998, p. 9). Though 
cookbooks continued to be created for women, recipes and ingredients changed to 
accommodate the evolving roles of women. For example, in the 1940s around the time of 
World War II, women started to populate the work force. When this happened, recipes 
became quicker and more convenient with the introduction of canned and processed 
goods into everyday cooking (Neuhaus, 2012). These products were already in existence, 
but women did not actively utilize them until they needed the additional help to getting 
meals on the table more quickly. This trend continued through the 1960s when recipes 
were no longer made completely from scratch; instead, they called for canned or frozen 
vegetables (Mitchell, 2001, p. 19). Progressively, cookbooks changed as societies 
changed, portraying new recipes that adopted health trends and incorporated new 
technologies such as the rotary eggbeater. 
 Simply by looking through cookbooks over a span of a few decades, a researcher 
can see noticeable changes in the ingredients that were being used. The 1930s displayed 
an onset of gelatin recipes, the 1940s had SPAM because of the Great Depression, and 
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the 1950s had casseroles (Bon Appétit, 2012). These are stereotypes of those decades, but 
they continue to hold some truth of the popularity of these foods during their times, just 
as bacon on everything will be what the 2010s will be known for. The popularity, but 
especially the availability or unavailability of ingredients is telling of what certain parts 
of the world were enduring or what specific classes of people were eating at any given 
time. 
To adjust the focus away from the contents, one should look at the cookbook as 
an object. The construction and quality of the materials can convey information. The size, 
the binding, and the type of paper used can easily give hints to the purpose of the 
cookbook and its audience (Iomaire, 2013). An affordable straight-forward cookbook 
might be intended for a popular audience, while a beautifully bound and illustrated 
cookbook might be for someone who is willing to spend the money on a show piece 
(Albala, 2012a, p. 7). This would suggest that a book with a wire or spiral binding was 
intended for frequent use due to its functional format. Additionally, a small format 
allowed for easy transport. One might also look to see if the cookbook was created for 
anyone in particular, such as a patron or an employer. This could indicate the writer’s 
role. Additionally, the appearance of advertisements tells how the cookbook came to be. 
The writers or contributors may have needed to go to businesses for help with the 
publishing of their cookbooks, usually through providing advertisement space in the 
book. 
Beginning with the front cover, cookbooks can tell a lot about the creators’ 
intentions as well as the users’. The images found there, for example, can be as simple as 
pictures that describe the recipes within the book or they can be as complex as graphics 
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that express wartime patriotism. As seen with a number of cookbooks that were written in 
the 1940s, during World War II, the covers typically displayed some type of red, white, 
and blue motif with an accompanying patriotic tagline that said something like “Help win 
the war on the kitchen front.”  
 
Cover of "Recipes for Today," published by General Foods Corporation, 1943 
This is the most obvious example of when a cookbook relayed specific information about 
its era. Along similar lines, publishing dates are also quite descriptive. They provide an 
initial sense of the types of recipes to expect from the cookbook.  
Cookbooks can be studied extensively to gain an understanding of the people 
living in specific times and areas of the world. They are filled with economic, societal, 
health, nutritional, and behavioral information. By studying the cookbook as an object 
and the recipes and ingredients that populate it, researchers can formulate entire histories. 
The information manifested in these resources can provide evidence for studies in any 
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field on any topic pertaining to people. To reiterate Wheaton’s sentiment, cookbooks are 
magical instruments that have the ability to reveal much more than they would initially 
let one to believe. 
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Methodology 
 
Cookbooks are capable of delivering substantial amounts of information. They 
can inform users about social and economical histories, changing food sources, and even 
evolving food trends. Due to this often-overlooked capability, one must consciously shift 
their perspective on what they expect to get out of using a cookbook. Rather than 
assuming that it will only provide ingredients and instructions for making recipes, one 
must analyze a cookbook closely with the intention of discovering more. The first steps 
towards demonstrating their use as cultural historical documents is to create questions 
that will allow this project to move towards an objective. The overlying questions that 
must be constantly reflected upon are:  
What knowledge can one obtain from cookbooks outside of the recipes?  
How do cookbooks go about providing people with this information?  
The secondary questions ask:  
How is the Piedmont region of North Carolina represented in these cookbooks?  
How does the region’s culinary characteristics compare to what has been written in food 
history?  
In what ways did historical events influence food?  
How does food influence culture?  
In order to answer these questions, both primary and secondary sources must be 
studied simultaneously. To fully inform the selection of secondary sources, the primary 
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sources must first be analyzed, but to understand what information is best to search for 
within the primary sources, secondary sources must be consulted – it is a cyclical process. 
The primary sources that I assessed are thirty cookbooks that exist in the North Carolina 
Collection, spanning the years 1872-1979 (see Table 1). These objects were all created 
and published in the Piedmont region. The region was chosen due to familiarity and 
convenience. The time range was chosen because it roughly makes up a century of 
cookbooks starting with 1872, the earliest available cookbook from the Piedmont region 
in the North Carolina Collection. To provide comparative information, the secondary 
resources are about the larger American diet and culture as well as those specific to the 
Piedmont area. To find these secondary resources, I use the following search strings in 
UNC’s general catalogue: Food habits -- United States -- History; United States -- Social 
life and customs; Cooking, American -- Southern style -- History; Cooking -- North 
Carolina -- Durham County; and Cooking -- North Carolina -- Orange Country. 
Additionally, I used Google for quick history searches and to find websites that 
specifically write on food, such as Bon Appétit, which I consulted for popular food 
trends.  
 These secondary resources provide a general view of the history, culture, and diet 
of America and the state of North Carolina. As a result of this research, the data gathered 
from the cookbooks can be analyzed to understand how similar or different the findings 
from the books will stand in comparison to the popular perspective that are 
communicated in the secondary sources. The concept of looking at a cookbook as a 
cultural historical document is not extraordinary. What is extraordinary is the way they 
go about delivering that information.  
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 The paper will explore the cookbook’s audience and contributors, the physical 
aspects of the cookbooks (pertaining to size, shape, binding, and cover material), the 
imagery, the advertisements, the anatomy of the recipes, the recipes, the individual 
ingredients, the staple foods, the cookbook’s unreliability, and the orthography. By doing 
so, one can obtain a complete overview of a cookbook. This allows the researcher to 
assess the object from the outside in, first considering the book’s physical attributes and 
finally moving inward towards the details. As I move through this evaluation, the 
important elements will surface and become more evident. Since cookbooks come in all 
forms, there is no exact and correct way to analyze a cookbook. The best way to do so is 
to handle the book and slowly look through it, remaining conscious of any information 
that appears to be useful and pertinent to the shaping of a larger narrative. 
 Through initial study of the audience and contributors, one can go about 
understanding who the cookbooks were created for and why. These individuals can 
deliver a sense of the cultural historical climates during the time of the book’s publishing. 
Through this information, researchers can interpret hierarchies and social standings of the 
different types of people who contributed and used the cookbooks. By studying the 
physical characteristics, researchers can obtain a sense of whether the cookbook was 
actively used as an object in the kitchen or was simply displayed as a showpiece. The 
various bindings and paper/cover materials can help convey possible budgets that were 
used for the cookbooks, further signaling a creator’s status. The imagery that is seen 
within the cookbooks can deliver a sense of the historical events that were happening 
around the time of their publishing as well as the creator’s intentions – whether the book 
was intended for a housewife or any person to use. Similar to the physical aspects, 
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advertisements also helped to deliver a sense of who had money versus who needed 
money for the production of such an object. The cookbooks that had advertisements were 
sponsored by businesses, while the cookbooks that did not have any ads, were created 
through the use of personal funds. The anatomy of the recipes further allows for the 
analysis of the audiences, presenting a sense of who the cooks were, either 
knowledgeable housewives or less versed cooks. The recipes and individual ingredients 
allow for the discovery of trends that were occurring throughout history, concerning food 
beliefs, food popularity, and food availability. A few of these recipes fell parallel to what 
was occurring in the world, such as the increased use of canned meats and making of 
casseroles which were direct reflections of the effects of the Great Depression and World 
War II. In noticing the staple foods, researchers are offered the opportunity to further 
investigate why these may have been and whether they provided economic stability to the 
people of a region or state. Since cookbooks cannot be trusted in their entirety, the 
reasoning behind this must be understood. Thus, by doing so, researchers can place more 
faith in trusting them as primary resources. Lastly, cookbooks can also offer interesting 
facts about a more general history through orthography. This was not a characteristic that 
was initially approached, but upon constant examination of the cookbooks, it became a 
fun observation that stood out.  
By analyzing each facet of a cookbook, this paper will provide working examples 
of how one can go about using cookbooks as cultural documents. Since this study has 
limited the cookbooks to only those available in the North Carolina Collection, each 
decade will not be equally represented due to the number that exists within the collection 
(see Table 2). The following cookbooks have been examined: 
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Table 1. Analyzed cookbooks
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The following table lists the number of University of North Carolina – Chapel Hill 
cookbooks that have been analyzed out of the total number available from each decade: 
Table 2. Total cookbooks analyzed per year 
Year Analyzed / Total Year Analyzed / Total 
1870 1/1 1930 2/2 
1880 0/0 1940 2/2 
1890 2/2 1950 5/6 
1900 1/1 1960 8/16 
1910 2/2 1970 5/52 
1920 2/2   
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Findings and Analysis 
 
After carefully examining the cookbooks, I came to create the categories that 
were previously presented in the methodology section. When the characteristics are read 
separately, they provide insight into different parts of the cookbook on a micro scale. 
These various aspects are significant because they have the ability to tell short stories 
about people, events, and food. When all the characteristics are read together, however, 
they create a narrative about the people of North Carolina.  
The Audience and the Contributors 
In the late 1800s, the majority of women held roles as housewives. They were 
bound to their homes and were expected to cook, clean, and ensure that their husbands 
stayed happy and their households flourished. If the family were wealthy, they would 
have had hired help in the home. Not uncommonly so, housekeepers were great sources 
for recipes. As was recognized in the 1899 Popular Cook Book, the recipes were not 
original and had been used by housekeepers of little reputation. Though the cookbook
creators gave grateful acknowledgement to the housekeepers, these contributors were not 
acknowledged by name. This is seen again in the 1907 Raleigh Cook Book, which states
that all the recipes have been “kindly furnished by Raleigh housekeepers,” but 
nevertheless, their names are not included. These two cookbooks provide an interesting 
contrast to an earlier cookbook from 1897, The Making of Toothsome Tit-Bits. The 
available information on the object indicates that it was compiled and published by Mrs. 
 21 
Robert P. Dick, a housekeeper of fifty years. This was quite particular since housekeepers 
were not typically named, let alone able to publish their own books. Upon further 
investigation of the author, it was discovered that Mrs. Robert P. Dick’s husband was an 
attorney, a North Carolina Supreme Court justice, and a United States District Court 
judge (Dick Family Papers, 1843-1930s). His wife, Mrs. Robert P. Dick, was Mary 
Eloise Adams, the daughter of George Adams and Justinia Madeliene Watkins Adams, of 
Pennsylvania County, Virginia. With the misinformed idea that housekeepers were 
typically women of a lesser status, it initially appeared suspicious for a woman of such 
stature to be a housekeeper, especially one of fifty years. In the process of further 
researching housekeepers, however, it was discovered that the role is defined as a person 
who manages a large staff, keeps track of household expenses, and maintains most 
aspects of daily life in the home (Ross, 2015). With this information in mind, a 
housekeeper could have easily been a housewife. To this extent, Mrs. Robert P. Dick was 
most likely the housekeeper of her own home. If this was so, it becomes less peculiar to 
see her name on the cookbook. Additionally, though the book is brief, it does not include 
advertisements that were so often seen in independently or group published cookbooks – 
the topic of advertisements will be further discussed later on in the paper. This would 
indicate a certain amount of wealth available for such a project, which can be confirmed 
by the Dick family’s ability to build a mansion on a large plot of land in Dunleath, North 
Carolina (Wharton, 2016).  
Since 1921, domestic service has steadily declined in the United States due to 
various factors such as a leveling of social classes, increased job opportunities for women 
after World War II, and the proliferation of household labor-saving devices and 
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comparatively less expensive outside services (Domestic Service, n.d.). Progressively, 
hired help fell out of the norm and women had to be the primary domestic housekeepers. 
The cookbooks of the Piedmont region reflect this by including tips and advice on how to 
run a successful household. This is often seen in the older cookbooks such as the 1872 
Mrs. Elliott’s Housewife, where it has explicit phrases that indicate the role of a wife: 
“God made woman a help-meet for man. He made her for work and not for an expensive 
luxury.” Though World War II allowed women to enter the workforce, the mindset of the 
good wife continued into the late 1950s appearing in commercial cookbooks such as the 
1958 Betty Feezor’s Best, which claims that “homemaking is one of the most rewarding 
jobs that a woman can have.” This statement clearly shows that certain people wanted to 
go back to a time when a woman’s only job was to be the sole caretaker at home.  
These cookbooks provide prime examples of who some of the contributors and 
audiences were. They were quite often primarily women. Along with the household tips 
that were included in cookbooks for women, this can be seen in the names that were used 
for the contributors. Rather than simply stating the woman’s first and last name, the 
married women were identified according to traditional naming conventions: Mrs. 
(husband’s full name), such as “Mrs. Charles Siewers.” This portrayed women as the 
property of men (Hellinger, 1996, p. 255). This convention is seen through the 1950s, but 
dissipates in the 1960s. By that point, the contributors are going by their personal names, 
disregarding marital status. Men eventually also make an appearance as contributors, first 
seen in the 1930 My Favorite Recipes. In the same way that the women are identified, the 
men are also identified by their titles such as: Mr. Kin, Craig, Rhett, and Trent. Though 
they contribute, it is difficult to say when cookbooks first started becoming regularly used 
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by men. Quite amusingly, in the 1968 Centenary Cookbook, male contributors are 
sectioned off into their own chapter titled “Men’s Specialties.” They take on their own 
special category, away from the women’s recipes. This is entertaining yet strange, since 
one must wonder if this was a stylistic choice for this particular cookbook since men 
appeared as regular contributors in other earlier cookbooks as was mentioned in My 
Favorite Recipes as well as in the 1953 The Volunteers Cook Book. 
As one traverses through the years and moves towards the cookbooks that were 
published more recently, a shift in the intended audience can be seen. Instead of 
addressing women in their role as housewives, the cookbooks become more 
mainstreamed for general use. Prior to the 1960s, the tips and advice presented in the 
cookbooks pertained to directions for housewives as well as general food preparation. By 
the 1960s, however, these tips primarily focused on the latter. These come in the form of 
cooking times for meats (steak, lamb, and pork) or guidelines for filleting fish and 
butchering meats. Taking note of the changing audience, cookbooks can indicate the 
transforming roles of men and women as well as the progressive developments in society. 
As more cookbooks became published and available, they became increasingly specific 
and directed at audiences with particular interests or preferences. For example, 
cookbooks prior to 1979 such as the 1953 Foods that Rate at N.C. State had a single low 
calorie salad dressing recipe, but twenty years later there were entire books that dealt 
with trends pertaining to popular foods or health movements. This is seen in books such 
as the 1971 Salt-Free Cookery cookbook, which specifically delivers salt-free diet 
recipes, and the 1969 Soufflé Spectaculars, which focused on making a variety of 
soufflés. The audience by this point was no longer a man or woman trying to feed his or 
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her family; instead, the cookbooks were directed towards specific groups with certain 
interests and ideologies about food. 
This brings us towards the types of cookbooks that exist within the realm of the 
studied cookbooks. There are three categories – those that were created through 
collaboration, those that were individually published, and those that were commercially 
produced – these would refer to the cookbooks that were associated with celebrity chefs 
and popular cookbook editors such as the Betty Feezor cookbooks and Eudora’s 
cookbook. The three different types of cookbooks had more or less the same audiences 
throughout the decades. Both individually and collaboratively published cookbooks 
directed their content towards a female audience until the 1930s, but after this time the 
books tended to not address any specific group of people. In the studied sample, 
commercial cookbooks first begin appearing in the latter end of the 1950s. They are 
directed towards fans and those who tune in for the television show. 
As mentioned earlier, the audience and contributors of the cookbooks are wide-
ranging, though this was not historically so. From the 1870s to the 1970s, a visible shift 
occurred. As society changed, women were no longer expected to be the sole cooks for 
the family. The outlook on food also changed, no longer was it presented as something 
that housewives had to be successful at, to present to guests at parties. Towards the 
1950s, cookbook creators were less specific about the intentions of their books. Many of 
them simply wanted to inspire people to cook and create memories with friends as was 
mentioned in the 1953 Foods that Rate at N.C. State and the 1959 The Parish Pantry.  
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The Physical Aspects 
 By looking at the physical attributes of a cookbook, one can immediately make 
preliminary assumptions about a cookbook’s intended purpose. One can look at the size, 
the shape, the material, and the binding type. The analyzed books are quite varied in all 
these aspects. Some are short and wide while others are long and thin. Five have 
hardcovers while the other twenty-five have soft covers. The types of bindings range 
from comb (ten books) to side stitch to hard cover or case to staple. These physical 
variations are not surprising if one takes notice of the fact that although these cookbooks 
all come from North Carolina’s Piedmont region, they were produced by an assortment of 
groups and people. These books span the course of a century and come from those who 
already had money to create cookbooks to those who needed to obtain and gather funds 
from businesses. 
Keeping in mind that the intention of this research is to analyze cookbooks as 
cultural artifacts, the first thing that a researcher might assess is the size. Scanning 
through the array of books, it quickly came to my attention that twenty-four of the 
cookbooks were approximately the size of an 8.5” x 11” piece of paper folded short ways 
– so approximately 5.5” x 8.5”, some being a half-inch to an inch taller and/or wider. 
There were four outliers that were either extra long or extra short. From the generally 
standard size of these books, one might infer that the size was chosen out of convenience. 
The 8.5” x 11” sheet of paper has been a standard size and thus, it would have been 
reasonable to produce books within those parameters (Dunn, 1972, p. 6). Coincidentally, 
this also made the books easier to handle. The size is not too small that it would be 
difficult to fill with contents and it is also not too large and cumbersome to use. For 
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example, The 1915 Twin-City Housewife was on the longer side, approximately 1’ x 4.5” 
– 5” and so was quite difficult to use. Due to the long length and short width of the book, 
it needed to be weighed down to prevent it from flipping shut. Unfortunately, even with 
the weights, it was difficult to keep the book open. With larger books, it was not 
uncommon for them to be intended purely for display rather than use as is mentioned in 
Ken Albala’s article titled Cookbooks as Historical Documents. This may have been the 
case for the Twin-City Housewife cookbook, noting its long shape and cumbersome 
handling. This would imply that usage was not necessarily considered as an end factor for 
the large, irregular sized books. Those that are smaller and lighter are undoubtedly easier 
to handle. Their small size would have allowed users to easily move them around the 
kitchen and elsewhere. When handling all the various sizes of cookbooks, it is easy to 
become acquainted with those that were more user-friendly and those that were not. Size, 
however, was not the only factor effecting use. Binding types must also be considered.  
The types of binding play a large role in the cookbook’s usability. A binding that 
allows cookbooks to lay flat could suggest that the creator had the user in mind. This is 
not always true, however, because of the types of bindings that were used. Comb 
bindings that allowed cookbooks to lay flat and stay open are typically much cheaper 
than case or hardcover bindings. Considering the correlation that exists between price and 
binding, a creator may have simply chosen a specific type of binding due to the expense. 
If a creator did not have the funds for a more intricate binding, they would undoubtedly 
choose a more cost-efficient one. The cookbooks with cheaper bindings such as the 
comb, side stitched, or staple bindings were typically those made by smaller communities 
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such as churches, schools, or hospital committees. Assuming that these groups were not 
extremely wealthy, a comb binding would have been an effective yet inexpensive choice.  
The materials used on the books also have the potential to indicate cookbook 
purpose. Most of these cookbooks had soft covers with only a few that had hard covers. 
Undoubtedly, soft covers would have been less expensive, indicating the creator’s 
budget. These covers, like the comb bindings, were prevalent in the group cookbooks. 
Cookbooks with hard covers may imply that the creator had money. This inference can 
be further supported by additional factors such as a lack of advertisements, which will be 
further touched upon later in the paper. Unfortunately, additional analysis of the materials 
used for the creation of the cookbooks such as paper type and cover material were not 
made, so this subject cannot be further expanded, but a researcher interested in the 
materiality of cookbooks can easily assess the different types of paper used as well as the 
various mediums used for the binding.  
The Visuals 
 Moving away from the physical aspects of the books, the next step a researcher 
can take in studying the object is to look at the visuals assigned to the cookbooks. These 
images vary from drawings of food to kitchens to houses to major events such as the 
wars. For example, around the time of World War II, it was quite common for specific 
economical cookbooks to have patriotic themes:  
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These would encourage those using the cookbooks, typically women, to be conscious of 
the current war economy and their social role. Unfortunately, this type of significant and 
strong imagery was not seen in the analyzed cookbooks, but it is a good example of how 
these objects were used to visually reflect and affect the people from the time that they 
were made.  
Moving through the century of cookbooks, the majority displayed sketches of 
food. Unlike the cookbooks that are seen today, which typically display images of the 
steps and finished product next to the recipes, the images in the studied cookbooks did 
not do this. The pictures did not need to correspond with the recipes. They were typically 
illustrations that were indicative of the general food type that would precede a section of 
recipes. A cake might illustrate a section on desserts and a roasted chicken for a section 
on poultry. For example, in the 1968 Centenary Cookbook, cartoon images of angels and 
food are seen preceding each section: 
 29 
       
Some cookbooks explicitly express the pride that is felt for a community through the 
images. The 1979 book From the Kitchens of Historic Oakwood displays historic houses 
from the historical Victorian Oakwood neighborhood in downtown Raleigh. Images of 
the houses are dispersed throughout the book with their corresponding addresses. 
Cookbooks that were published by universities include images of the campus. Outside of 
these two categories of illustrations, the 1915 Twin-City Housewife displayed silhouettes 
of hired help throughout the book with a black woman rolling out dough on the cover.  
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Her ethnicity can be made out according to her facial features. From this, one could infer 
that the creator probably had hired help and found them integral to the kitchen. Typically 
the simple imagery that appear in cookbooks can easily provide an abundance of 
information about the creators, the area of production, as well as the cultural and societal 
norms of the time. Unfortunately the examined sample did not display very many images 
that provided insight and so, the illustrations were not a useful measure for cultural 
analysis in this specific research though it can be in other cases. 
Advertisements 
 After conducting the physical analyses, one can finally open the book to examine 
the contents. Upon doing so, very quickly, the saturation of advertisements becomes 
apparent. This is especially true in cookbooks from the 1870s to the 1950s. The older 
books appear to be filled with more advertisements than the newer ones. Within the 
books, these ads are either dispersed throughout or located in chunks at the front and/or 
back of the book. There were even some that were printed on a heavier paper than the rest 
of the cookbook such as this Swans Down advertisement featured in the 1924 Central 
Cook Book: 
 
 31 
The advertisement is featured on paper that is far more premium, almost feeling as if it is 
out of place. Two cookbooks, the 1920 Two Hundred Tested Recipes and the 1924 
Central Cook Book, advertise Knox products throughout, featuring a product or tagline at 
the tops of almost every page. The advertisements provided funding for the creation of 
the cookbooks. This was quite common and easily discerned, as the books would often 
have acknowledgements at the beginning or introduction to give thanks to all the 
businesses that had helped with the financing of the publication. This recognition is given 
in several books including the 1917 Sweets and Meats and Other Good Things to Eat 
where they “thank the business men whose advertisements appear herein, without which 
this book could not have been published.” Since this was such a common sight when 
going through the cookbooks, it was always surprising when advertisements were not 
present in older books that preceded the 1960s. Not every cookbook has advertisements, 
but this could indicate an availability of funds for cookbook publishing. Alternatively, a 
very small batch of community cookbooks that uses inexpensive materials can avoid 
having to feature advertisements if they had another source of funds. As one moves 
through the century, advertisements continue to exist in the cookbooks through the 1950s, 
but soon after that, they taper off and are no longer evident. This does not necessarily 
mean that cookbooks are no longer sponsored by businesses, but rather that, the 
advertising is made more subtle and discreet through product placement. For commercial 
cookbooks, the recipes might indicate a specific brand of ingredients to use, providing 
insight into its sponsors without explicit advertising. The Newport Book of Recipes by 
Dorothy Faulconer did exactly this. It was published by the Newport Cereal Co. Ltd to 
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promote their popped wheat cereal, Newport Fluffs (Driver, 2008, p. 923). The recipes 
used the cereal as an ingredient.  
The Anatomy of the Recipe 
 Shifting focus further into the contents of the cookbook, one comes to assess the 
recipes. What first comes to attention is the anatomy of the recipe. In the older 
cookbooks, the recipes are written in a narrative format. There is no separation between 
the ingredients and the instructions. Rather, the ingredients, measurements, and times are 
woven into the instructions so that the recipe is condensed into a single comprehensive 
paragraph. For example, in the 1872 Mrs. Elliott’s Housewife, one of the recipes reads: 
“Kill and clean a turtle very early in the morning and lay it in cold water. Wash and 
scrape the shell nicely. …At one o’clock put in the juice of one lemon.” This format is 
seen consistently until the 1920s when there is a gradual move towards separating the 
ingredients from the instructions. Through the 1930s, both formats are present until the 
1940s when all recipes are separated into the two parts. Looking at the older recipes, one 
might infer that these are formatted in such a way due to the assumption that the 
audiences that will be using the cookbooks are already knowledgeable and adept at 
cooking. This is implied in recipes such as one from the 1899 Popular Cookbook where a 
chicken soup recipe asks that the cook prepare a chicken with no specific instructions. It 
also asks that a spoonful of rice be used along with a teacup full of new milk. These 
measurements are quite vague and unless the cook knew how to adjust recipes, this 
particular meal could have easily become a disaster. The 1931 Pages from Old Salem 
acknowledges that its recipes are not kitchen-tested, oven-timed, or failure proof. Instead 
cooks depended on experience and intuition rather than mechanical devices for success in 
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cooking. This undoubtedly suggests that this particular cookbook is intended for the 
experienced cooks. As one shifts to the more recent books around the end of the 1940s 
and the beginning of the 1950s, they come to be less about the preparation of meals by 
housewives for families and more about the sharing of moments and experiences or 
inspiring people to cook as the 1970 Wake Forest cookbook asserts. With this change in 
priority and audience, it seems to make sense that the creators of the cookbooks remove 
the assumption that the users are avid cooks. Additionally, when the shift happens from a 
narrative format to an instructional-based format in the 1940s, it was a time of 
convenience and efficiency and so by listing ingredients before the instructions would 
have allowed cooks to easily see and gather their ingredients before beginning the 
cooking process. 
The Recipes 
 Having already looked at articles on popular food trends through the decades, 
from fruit cocktails of the 1920s to aspics of the 1930s, casseroles in the 1950s and 
fondue in the 1970s, I was able to spot every prevalent recipe that reflected a trend. These 
trends ring true to a certain degree within the analyzed texts. For one, there was gelatin in 
everything. Beginning with the 1907 Raleigh Cook Book up to the 1958 Betty Feezor’s 
Best cookbook, there was at least one gelatin recipe per book. There were gelatin salads, 
gelatin molds, as well as aspics. Meatloaves and casseroles took prominence beginning in 
the 1940s and continued through the decades. With the onset of World War II, quick 
recipes also became increasingly popular. As women entered the workforce, they had less 
time to spend at home and in the kitchen and so recipes became more convenient and 
fast. These recipes are indicated by titles such as “Quick Devil’s Food Cake,” “Quick 
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Cake on Electric Mixer,” and “Seven Minute Frosting.” Undoubtedly, developments in 
technology allowed for speedier food preparation, yet products such as stand mixers were 
not widely used before the 1920s (Nebeker, 2009, p. 131 and p. 238). Though fast recipes 
were quite popular during World War II, after the war, women were expected to move 
back to their kitchens and revert back to making meals completely from scratch rather 
than using convenient ingredients (Inness, 2006, p. 20 and Climent, 2015). This 
sentiment was seen in the 1961 Eudora’s Cook Book, which purposefully avoided 
convenience foods to cherish how food used to be cooked. Eventually, with minds on the 
topic of health, cookbooks that suggest cooking with only fresh ingredients are released. 
This transition can be seen in the individual ingredients that are dictated within the 
recipes. People shift from using only fresh ingredients and even making their own yeast 
as was seen in the 1872 Mrs. Elliott’s Housewife to utilizing canned goods, frozen items, 
and all types of processed and convenience foods. Eventually by the 1960s and 1970s, 
however, some people went back to making meals from scratch. 
The Ingredients 
 When studying the cookbooks, one can infer that in the late 19th century and 
earlier, there was an emphasis on using the entire animal for meals. Well into the 
twentieth century, cooks were responsible for slaughtering animals (Notaker, 2017a, p. 
8). It did not matter whether they were professional chefs, butchers, or housewives. In the 
cookbooks from the late 1890s and early 1900s there were several recipes that used 
animal heads and animal organs. Calf’s head and pig’s head stews were not uncommon. 
This act of animal slaughtering was so common that there were even recipes for foods 
made specifically for the event. In the 1931 Pages from Old Salem Cook Books, the 
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author includes a recipe titled “Hog-Killing Pie” with a description that says that the food 
was made and used to feed the hands during hog-killing time. Aside from the use of 
whole animals, I also observed that people used to eat animals that are not typically 
consumed today such as turtles, robins, squirrels, and opossum. These meats are no 
longer commonplace but were quite normal in a diet up to the 1910s. Opossum was even 
indicated as a favorite dish of Chapel Hill students in the 1872 book Mrs. Elliott’s 
Housewife. These unusual animals were phased out as food, but cow, pig, lamb, and 
chicken organs continued to appear as ingredients in cookbooks for much longer. 
Progressively, these also became less used towards the end of the 1970s. When one looks 
at the shift from cooking everything from scratch to convenience cooking, there is an 
obvious shift in the type and quality of ingredients, as was briefly mentioned. 
Progressively, over the course of a century, people begin to use more varieties of canned 
goods, the earliest being canned tomato products and eventually using anything from 
canned soups to canned seafood. The canned goods have been in existence since the 
1800s, but do not appear in the series of cookbooks until the 1900s. There is also a rise in 
the use of pre-prepared products such as pasta sauces and processed foods such as 
margarine starting at the end of the 1940s. Interestingly, MSG (monosodium glutamate), 
a seasoning that is now looked down upon, also became quite popular in everyday 
cooking, especially with the Accent brand in the 1950s. This change from all natural 
ingredients to factory-manufactured products becomes increasingly obvious with the use 
of ingredients such as Dorito chips, Coke, and Vienna sausages. Though this occurs, 
there is eventually pushback when the health conscious cooks take the stage in the 1960s. 
All foods perceived as being unhealthy are eliminated from the diet. This includes salt, as 
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is seen in the 1971 Salt-Free Cookery cookbook when it was believed that any amount of 
salt would cause people to keel over. During this time, food became much blander and 
there was an insistence on finding new ways to make food taste good, which forced cooks 
to look back towards the use of only natural ingredients. This came in the form of 
increasing the use of herbs and animal bones for tasty broths. As one follows the 
changing trends in food, they come to see how cookbooks were written as a reflection of 
the people. They come to see how events affect the way people cook and perceive food as 
well as how food, itself, changes the way people live. Though there is constant change in 
the diets, there are also certain foods that remain staples, especially in the Piedmont 
region of North Carolina. This is seafood.  
Staple Foods 
 When analyzing the cookbooks, one particular food stood out – oysters. These 
shellfish were a large part of the Piedmont region diet. Going through the cookbooks, 
there were countless numbers of recipes for the preparation of this particular shellfish. 
The 1915 Twin-City Housewife featured all types of methods, ranging from kebobbed to 
minced to pickled to fried. Upon further research, one comes to learn that North Carolina 
is one of the largest harvesters of oysters in the United States. The History of Oyster 
Management Over the Past Century presented by Dr. Louis B. Daniel III of the N. C. 
Division of Marine Fisheries informs that the state probably exports more oysters than 
can be consumed to San Francisco and New York (n.d.). Due to such large yearly 
harvests, a shortage in shellfish came to exist. Now oyster harvesting is regulated to 
ensure that the oyster beds do not become destroyed. Noting the existence of this 
particular staple in the cookbooks allows the researcher to gain a perspective on the 
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economics of North Carolina from this particular angle. This information is not relayed 
directly from the cookbooks, but the presence of such a large number of oyster recipes 
brings up speculation, allowing for additional research into the topic. It is found that 
Virginia pays $2.20 per bushel while North Carolina only pays $1.00, creating a 
significant gap between the two states (Daniel III, n.d.). 
 This observation was purely accidental. The cookbooks displayed a variety of 
seafood recipes, but oysters continuously appeared throughout the sample. This is a 
worthy example of how cookbooks can unexpectedly present information that would not 
be typically anticipated. Even when following a formula for cookbook analysis, 
researchers must be hyper alert for such seemingly trivial information. It is such minute 
detail that will allow the emergence of a larger scope of knowledge. 
The Unreliable Cookbook 
  
The 1972 Peace Cookbook and the 1951 Southern Cook Book are great examples 
of how cookbooks can potentially be unreliable as primary sources when it comes to 
obtaining significant information about local and time-specific histories. Certainly all 
collaborative cookbooks have their faults, but these two in particular acknowledge that 
their recipes come from people of various geographic regions and time periods. Similar in 
objective to community cookbooks, the Peace Cookbook was created as a reflection of 
the diverse student body that has existed over the course of a hundred years. It is made up 
of recipes that were submitted by each class of Peace Girls. Since the contributors are of 
all ages and from all places, the cookbook comes to be a representation of a diverse 
population. Nevertheless, it continues to be useful in informing researchers of the 
different types of foods that people used to eat as well as continued to eat at the time of 
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the cookbook’s publishing. The same can be said about the Southern Cook Book. Rather 
than compiling recipes from one group of people, this cookbook seeks to gather recipes 
from the entire South to produce a comprehensive southern cookbook that can represent 
the entire region. Marion Brown, the author, goes about collecting recipes from a variety 
of entities, creating an in-depth view into Southern cuisine, but obstructing the possibility 
of using the book as a somewhat accurate first-hand resource. Due to examples like these, 
it can be acknowledged that cookbooks are not always true reflections of what people are 
eating at any one particular moment in time, but they continue to provide a certain 
amount of insight into people’s lives of specific decades. 
Orthography 
Orthography is the conventional spelling system of a language. Directing 
attention away from the food and the ingredients, one characteristic that came to be 
especially interesting was the variations in spelling. This was not a peculiarity that 
occurred throughout all the cookbooks, but there were several words that continually 
stood out. Within the thirty cookbooks, fourteen words displayed variations in their 
spelling. The list is as follows: yelk (yolk), catchup and catsup (ketchup), muscle 
(mussle), sour-kraut (sauerkraut), pine-apple (pineapple), cocoanut (coconut), caromel 
(caramel), piegeon (pigeon), cold slaw (coleslaw), tumeric (turmeric), oleo and 
oleomargarine (margarine), carlory (calorie), and gazpocho (gazpacho). It is possible that 
some of these words may be simply misspelled, but upon further investigation, a number 
of these variant spellings are actually the archaic or Old English versions of the modern 
words. These being: yelk, catsup, catchup, cocoanut, caromel, tumeric, and muscle. 
Looking at piegeon and gazpocho, these two words could have simply been misspelled. 
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While sour-kraut, pine-apple, cold slaw, oleo and oleomargarine could have been 
regional spellings. Oleo and oleomargarine, however, both refer to what is now 
commonly known as margarine. The long version of the name is oleomargarine, but 
people have shortened the word differently in different states to either oleo or margarine. 
This is not necessarily a variation in spelling, but it still stood out as a particular 
difference in word usage.  
It was difficult to find detailed articles on the transformation of spelling, 
specifically pertaining to the words that were discovered in the cookbooks, but alas, 
complaints about the spelling of the word “coconut” was discovered in the Simmons’ 
Spice Mill from 1915. People had written in, explaining their desire for the 
standardization of the word. The Franklin Baker Co. explains: “We have adopted the 
spelling principally because our advertising is oftentimes confused with ‘Baker’s Cocoa’ 
– hence the reason for our desire to get away from the spelling of the word with an ‘a.’” 
V. L. Price, the chairman of the National Confectioners’ Association whole-heartedly 
agreed with Mr. Franklin Baker, Jr. of the Franklin Baker Co. by explaining his own 
concerns: “Confectioners have had some trouble with the old way of spelling… by using 
the word COCOA, which is the name of a distinct product, to abbreviate the word 
COCOANUT. It seems to me that the habit could be easily formed.” Within this 
comment section of the Simmons’ Spice Mill, researchers receive a glimpse of how words 
came to evolve. Some of the variations in spelling undoubtedly stemmed from regional 
differences but this particular word, “coconut,” lends itself to being a unique case where 
the spelling changed simply due to confusion and frustrations that emerged from its 
original spelling. 
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Discussion and Conclusion 
 
 As predicted, the thirty analyzed cookbooks delivered an abundance of 
information. They worked well as primary resources and presented a convincing 
depiction of the roles that people played in the North Carolina Piedmont region, the way 
food was treated, and the way people went about producing cookbooks. Moving through 
the cookbooks, I was admittedly not quite sure what contents I was searching for. I knew 
that I wanted to spot trends in the cookbooks, but not until I had looked at several of 
these objects did the information begin to become apparent. When moving through the 
process, every time a new significant aspect came to attention, I had to loop back to the 
cookbooks that had already been analyzed to note down the new points. As expected, the 
entire process was very cyclical. This ultimately slowed down the evaluation process and 
limited the number of books that could have been studied. 
 Through this assessment, numerous characteristics were found that could be used 
to narrate a changing society. They can be read individually to explain single changes 
such as in foods or read together to formulate larger analyses that descriptively inform 
about economics and social practices. Ultimately, from the thirty studied cookbooks, it 
was found that the Piedmont region of North Carolina advanced accordingly to how the 
rest of the world advanced. There were, of course, some things that were specific to the 
region and state such as oysters remaining a staple throughout a century, but overall, the 
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cookbooks were illustrious in describing a location where people lived very similarly as 
is described in written histories. Trends that were being experienced in the larger United 
States were also being encountered in the Piedmont region.  
Hopefully, researchers can use this project as a jumping off point or reference to 
utilizing cookbooks as primary resources. They have the potential to mislead, but as with 
anything, larger sample sizes will deliver much more accurate information that will allow 
for the formation of highly insightful narratives. As seen with this project, it required 
thirty cookbooks to be examined for the presentation of a few substantial points. 
Knowing this, to analyze any single specific year or decade would require probably just 
as many. Despite the amount of work that goes into the research, the data that is obtained 
presents a different perspective that can be much more introspective than usual, simply 
due to the nature of the objects.
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